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We are calling this day "Great Day" since we’re hoping that a number of our regular visitors will take the opportunity today to join our church. So, this is a great day to become a member of Watts Street—and to remind ourselves why we are members here.
Why would someone choose to join this church? This is not a perfect church, but I would say that the people at Watts Street want to be church in the best sense of the word. A decent church ought to be a fantastic collection of people, and I’d say that this church is a fantastic collection of creative, committed people.
Psalm 133 begins "How good and pleasant it is when brothers and sisters dwell in unity." While we respect our differences and honor diversity here, we are a community, and a community cannot thrive without unity. The unity of the church is not some ideal we strive for, but it’s a reality to be recognized and accepted. We are brothers and sisters to each other. We are not here by chance; God has brought us together. God brings the unity that we need—across every boundary of race, age, sex or sexual orientation, economic class, ethnic origin, or any other distinctive.
This means that when we come here, we let go of our prejudices and insecurities and feuds and fears. In this sense, we come here, as the pietistic phrase says, "to let go and let God." We let go of any obstacle and let God’s grace lead us into the freedom, unity, and intimacy which God intends for all of us. 
So, church—a church like it oughta be—is a place where we can know and be known, without fear. This is a place where we can love and be loved, without fear. This is a place where all of us, from whatever background, can be AT HOME.
In her book Traveling Mercies, Anne Lamott tells the story of a little 7-year old girl who was lost and couldn’t find her way home. She walked up and down the street with tears streaming down her face. She was lost. A police officer saw her, stopped and asked her what was wrong. "I can’t find my way home," she said. I’m lost." The officer said, "Get in the police car." They drove around the community trying to find the little girl’s house. Eventually, they came to a building, and the little girl’s face lit up. "That’s my church. You can let me out right here." The officer said, "Oh no, I shouldn’t let you out here." She said, "O yes. It’s safe. That’s my church, and I can always find my way home from here."
Church is far more than a building on the corner. Church is far more than an institution, but church – like it oughta be—can help us find "home."
The church as institution has some limitations, weaknesses and failures. Let’s face it. The institutional church has created many messes; it has been on the wrong side of many issues. In past years, the institutional church endorsed slavery, supported the oppression of women, and practiced discrimination against gay and lesbian Christians. The church as institution has practiced sinful behavior. We regret the failures of the institutional church; but this institution also carries the treasure—God’s love and grace. We are here to be agents of that inclusive love and grace. 
That’s why some of us fell compelled to issue a disclaimer to those who say, "You’re going to join a Baptist church!!??" And we quickly say, "But we’re not THAT kind of church. We’re not that kind of Baptist church." We are HOME CHURCH, and this is home for many of us who are refugees from other forms of restrictive church.
A church like it oughta be honors diversity and celebrates our differences. That’s why we need to speak of the church not at institution, but as the people of God, the Body of Christ. We are Jesus’ people. We come here to soak up the teachings and values of Jesus, so that, over time, we will learn to act like Jesus, with his compassion and courage. We’re here to continue his ministry.
We are here to live in covenant with God and each other. The basic covenant God makes with us is: "I will be your God, and you will be my people." We can’t fulfill that covenant with God unless we spend time with God—intentional time for prayer, worship, and silence. Likewise, we can’t live out a covenant with each other unless we spend time with each other. In this community we are a covenant people. 
That means that we find our Life by God’s forgiveness and grace. Every Sunday we are forgiven into this community; every Sunday we come here to start over, to become new. That’s why we say that our first task is to show up—to show up to worship God, to give thanks for grace, and to leave here to follow Jesus and continue his mission. What was his mission? Compassion—he never turned anyone away. His mission was reconciling love.
God so loved the world that he sent Jesus. God so loved the world that God sent you and me to continue Jesus’ mission. What was his mission? He said it clearly in Luke 4: to bring good news to the poor, release to the captives, recovery of sight, to let the oppressed go free, and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor—the Jubilee year, a year of forgiveness and freedom.
A church that follows Jesus’ mission is a church like it oughta be. Our central commitment as Christians is the same affirmation all of us make in the waters of baptism: "Jesus is Lord." I understand that to mean that Jesus is our life-director. He calls us to follow him—to live by his values: prayer, compassion, non-violence, and the lifting of the burdens of poverty, discrimination, and any form of oppression.
If we come to church long enough, and listen to Jesus long enough, we will find that we come here at times to be disturbed. For Jesus’ agenda, God’s agenda, is inevitably in conflict with society’s agenda. Of course, there are times when our meeting with God is comforting; but that meeting can also be disturbing. God sometimes yanks us out of our lethargy and calls us to do something about war or poverty or injustice. 
In the face of these enormous problems, we might ask the question young people have asked in recent years: "What would Jesus do?" Would he be quiet about war that results in gruesome killings as happened at Haditha in Iraq? Would he be quiet about the growing poverty in our own city, where 20 percent of the children are poor? Would he be quiet about injustice done to anyone because of race or sexual orientation?
Jesus took actions that grew out of his life of prayer. It was prayer that got Jesus into trouble. He took risks on behalf of those who suffer. If we are his followers, our prayer will also likely get us into trouble.
A church like it oughta be will have members that lead the way in taking risks for the gospel, for the values of Jesus.
Some of you have heard me tell the story of the general who came to inspect a division of paratroopers, the soldiers who make those daring parachute jumps out of big planes. The general came to one paratrooper and asked him, "How many jumps have you made?" "Over fifty, sir," he answered. "Do you enjoy it?" the general asked. "Yes sir," he said. The general went down the line asking each soldier these same questions. Then he came to another man, small, swallowed up by his uniform. "How about you?" asked the general. "How many jumps have you made?" "Twenty-nine, sir" "Do you enjoy it?" "Oh no, sir, I hate it, sir. It scares me to death every time I jump." And the general asked him, "Man, why did you ever join the paratroopers?" The little man swallowed and said, "Because I like to be associated with people who are not afraid to jump, sir."
Our task is to deepen our communion with God, to raise our awareness of the needs around us, and to follow Jesus by jumping into the middle of human need. And when we cannot personally jump into direct action, we can hang around with those who do—and offer our love and support, our prayers and our money.
It’s a blessing to be a part of this church! We are blessed to be part of a creative, committed congregation. I am grateful to be a part of a people who want to be church like it oughta be.
Thanks be to God. Amen.
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